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ABSTRACT 

Research techniques that were used during the last 20 
years to examine the homeless were investigated to identify the types 
of homeless people studied and the advantages/limitations of various 
research strategies. The objectives of this investigation were to: 
(1) review and critique the type of data collected and the research 
methods used by investigators to study the homeless; (2) determine 
how homeless! ass had been defined and operational ised, and which 
subgroups of the homeless population had been studied; (3) make 
recommendations about the type of deta that should be reported in 
studies on the homeless to aid in comparing and interpreting such 
data; and (4) clarify gaps in the content and methods of pust 
research that apply to policy questions. The findings suggest that 
much of the research that has been done is descriptive, exploratory, 
and atheoretical. The authors concluded that" studies should provide 
explicit conceptual frameworks, along with more systematic data on 
the fecilities and subjects under study. The deficiencies in sampling 
strategy and operational criteria^fer homelessness were seen as major 
barriers to the use of existing research in policy development. 
(Author) 
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Paper prepared for a poster presentation during the session, 
"Social policy, social problems and the practice of community 
psychology," at the Annual Convention of the Aaerican 
Psychological Association, Toronto, Ontario, Canada, August 24-28, 
1984. The work that provided the basis for this paper was 
supported by funding under a cooperative agreement with the U.S. 
Department of Bousing and Urban Development. The substance and 
findings of that work are dedicated to the public. The authors 
are solely responsible for the accuracy of the statements and 
interpretations contained in this paper. Such interpretations do 
not necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Government. 
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ABSTRACT 



Resesrch t.ch.iqu.. that wore ««d «™««g *»• »«*t 10 
to «««.!». *• h«l... -«« l«»«tlg«t.d to Identity tfc. type, of 
kmles. people studied and the .de.nt.g.s/1 l-li.tlon. ot e.riou. 
r.se.rch str.t.gl... To. ob J. ct I... of All lne.stlg.tlon -ere 
to. 1) ».»l«w .nd critique the typo of «.t. collected .nd the 
,....rcb «thod. used by luee.tlg.tor. to study the homeless, Z) 
determine bow bomel.s.ne.s b.d b... defl.ed ..d oper.t lon.l l«d, 
.nd which subg.ov*. of tbe hoaeles. popul.tlo. b.d bee. .tudied, 
3) ».ke ,ecou».»d.tlo». .boot tbe type of d.t. tb.t .boold be 
reported in studies on the honeless to sid in comparine o" d inter- 
preting such date, and 4) clarify gaps in the content and methods of 
p.st research tb.t .pply to policy ,«..tlo»a. The finding, 
suggest tb.t -»cb of tbe re.e.rch tb.t b.s bee. done i. 
d.acrip.i*.. exploratory, ..d .tb.oret ic.l . The .».bor. concluded 
th.t studies should provide e.plicit conceptual fr.-e.ork., .long 
with more .y.t.».tlc d.t. o. the f.cillti.. ..d .object, under 
study. The deficiencies in s.Bpling .tr.tegy .»d oper.tion.l 
criteri. for bo»el...»e.. ..re seen .. -Jo* n.rri.r. to tbe u.e 
of existing research in policy development . 
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INTRODUCTION 

■ 

Introduction 

Home lea sness, tie plight of people who leek adequate shelter 
and the personal resource* such as money, f sally and friends to 
acquire shelter, has gained increased attention within the last 
few years (Levine, 1984; Levinson, 1963)* This attention has 
included numerous media accounts (i.e., Cordes, 1984; McCarthy, 
1982), mayoral investigations (Cuomo, 1983), and congressional 
bearings on the homeless. This investigation is an in-depth 
review of the research ssethods that have been used to study the 
homeless. It examines the characteristics of the homeless, 
samples , the study sites, the study chronologies, the conceptual 
frameworks, and the methods that have been usd by previous 
researchers. The purpose of this review in to provide a better 
understanding of who the home loss are, bow people come to be 
homeless, and a sense of the proportion of the problem according 
to social scientists. 

The Social Science Literature 
The issue of homelessness is not a a new field of study for 
social scientists. There is actually a wide range of literature 
that has been published on this topic. Very old accounts can be 
seen in historical and literary pieces (Clemens, 1917, Holmes, 
1912; Hotten, 1860; Mohl, 1971; Rip ton-Turner, 1887; Solenberger, 
1911). Sociological and anthropological research in the form of 
observational studies began in the U.S. and Great Britain during 

*M1 4 
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the early 1*00' • (Mdereoa. M*l Graham, 1926$ Hatcher, 1909). 
Thla research coMiouod during the Qreat Oepressioa with an 
emphasis on the homeless aa hobos, tramps, vagrants, and migrant 
laborers (Cap low, 19401 Ctpss * Cross, 1937; Culver, 19S3| Gray, 
1931, Kerr. 1930; Locke, 1935f Oatland, 1939). In the 1950's, 
1960's and early 1970«s, studies focused on the homeless as 
occupants of skid row, primarily chronic male alcoholics (i.e., 
Bahr, 1969a, 1969bi Blamberg, Shipley, fcMoor, 1971; Jackson & 
Conner, 195$! Levinaoo, 19*7? person * Mayer, 1966; Spradley, 
1970; Wood, 1979). After the widespread deinstitutionaliaat ion of 
mental patients during the late 1960'e, studies eaamined tbe 
homeless as the car on I c a 1 ly mental ly disabled (Lasare, Cohen h 
Jacobson, 1972? Leacb, 1979; Priest, 1976; Segal, Bauoohl A 
Johnson, 1977) • 

Taken as a whole, what these and other studies show is that 
homelessness, as a "social problem" is not a new phenomenon. It 
has been around for some time; however, its relative importance 
and how It is defined la terms of "who- makes up the homeless 
population tends to change over time. 

Objectives and Significance 

Despite the longevity of this issue, there is a major 
• bortcoming in the relatively curreat literature. The varied 
methods that have bean used to study the homeless have aot been 
systematically eaplored and critiqued. Therefore, no consensus 
exists amoag aocisl .dentists on conceptual, operational or 
methodological approaches to research on the homeless. The 
objectives of this review aret 
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1. 



To mill *ud etltloue toe type of *ata collects* end 
TL ..anarch wthsdi «ie4 by investigators to study the 
uSmST "«g tfc. U.t 10 years, fr« approiti-fly 
1964 to the present tinw. 

To determine bow homelessnest hot •••• 
opotet tonal ised, e«d toe subgroups of tos nomelest 
population thet bore been studied. 

To woke reconanendetions oo too types of dot. toot should 
be Sported io u»st studios oo the besneless to oid in 

comparing and interpreting such data, 

4. To clarify gaps in toe content end teethode of past 
reetercb that apply to policy questions. 
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Procedure 



The method that was used to Identify studies lor thU project 
was relatively simple and straightforward. First, a computerised 
literature review was conducted to Identify published research on 
the homeless. Twenty-six keywords were used in the search. These 
included the homeless, hobos, vagrants, derelicts, displaced 
persons, and the chronlc/deinst i tut lonal iaed mental ly 111. 

Sociological Abstracts. Psycho 1 or 1 ca 1 Abstracts and the 
Social Scie nce Citation lndea comprised the data bases that were 
used for the search. A second search was done towards the end of 
the project to verify that the first search was exhaustive and 
that all the relevant published articles had been identified. 

In addition, known researchers in the field were contacted 
(by mail and follow-up phone calls) to solicit unpublished 
reports, manuscripts, and research proposals. A total of 114 
studies, proposed studies and articles were identified using these 
two techniques. Of these, 75 were actually relevant to the 
project's objectives and comprise the project's sample. 

Instrument 

The studies were viewed and coded with a protocol developed 
by the authors (See Figure 1). This protocol was created in the 
following manner. A faw representative studies on the homeless 
were reviewed to see how studios In this area wore "typically- 
structured. The authors subsequently integrated this information 
with their own knowledge of research design. Several areas 
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rged as key components of a valid report for a research study 
from this process* 
They Included* 

1. The characteristics of the staple including demographic, 
clinical and historical Information; 



Z. Characteristics of the study site such as the type and 
number of facilities Involved, as well as the geographic 
scope and location of the sitej 

3. The chronology of the study including when it began and 
ended, and its duration In weeks; 

4. The conceptual framework of the study, whether it was 
theoretically based and how terms were conceptualised 

and operational lied; and 

5. The methods employed within the study such as how the 
sample was selected, the basic design of the study, how 
the data were collected, who collected the data, the 
type of data that was collected, and the data analysis 
technique that was used. 

Once a draft of the protocol had been completed, it was 
piloted. Revisions, based upon the results of the pilot effort, 
were then made in the protocol. A total of 194 variables were 
included in the final protocol. 

Beview of the Studies 

All of the studies were reviewed by the authors. In order to 
ensure that the critiquing process was consistent and reliable, a 
series of studies were reviewed and discussed by each of the 
authors. The results indicated a satisfactory level of 
consistency between the authors (Cohen's Kappa - .88). 

Data Analysis 

A coding scheme was developed for the data. All the data 
from the protocols were coded and placed into a computer data file 
for analysis purposes. Descriptive statistics, frequency 
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Attribution., «et« to analy.. too data (SPSS; Wio, Hull, 

Jenkins, Steinbr enner , fc Bent, 1975) • 



SSS8LTS 
jajemjo Characteristics 
Pgaogrg^Mc Characteristics 

The home less studies reviewed la this project presented a 
amber of sample characteristics la their study write-ups. Table 
1 shows 85% of the studies reported information on the demographic 
characteristics of the homeless subjects la their samples. Most 
of the studies reported information on the geader (81%) ead ages 
(75%) of the respondents. Studies were less likely to report the 
race, employment status, marital status, income and educational 
attainment of subjects. 
Clinical Characteristics 

Information on the psychiatric diagnosis of subjects was 
reported by 56% of the studies. Of these, 28 of the studies that 
used clinical categories to report the findings reported substance 
abuse as a diagnosis, 20 reported psychosis, 15 reported personality 
disorders, 10 reported affective disorders, 6 reported organic 
disorders, snd 5 reported uental retardation. 

Hist orical Information 

Studies also reported historical Information on their 
subjects. They tended to report on subjects 1 families (53%), 
subjects' history with public assistance agencies (55T*; and 
subjects psychiatric history (51%) more often than other types of 

historical information. 

o 41 studies reported whether subjects had contact with 
public assistance agencies. 

o 32 studies reported whether subjects bad been previously 
hospitalised or treated for mental disorders. 
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• 11 studies Indicated whether their subjects had received a psychi- 
atric diagnosis in the past. 

• 2X studies reported on the frequency of contact subjects had vith 
their family members. 

• 19 studies reported whether subjects had families. 

• 8 studies reported on the socio-economic status of the subjects' 
families. 

• 6 studies provided information on the psychiatric history of the 
subjects' families. 

S tudy Site 

As can he seen in Table 2, 85% of the studies reported on 
the type of facilities that were involved. 
9 44% were homeless shelters. 

- 27 studies used shelters for wen. 

- 18 studies used shelters for women. 

_ ? studies nsed shelters for families. 

. Most of. these were done in public « •«« Jjjft * 

(17 of t?ie men's 9 of the women's and 3 of the family 
mere publ icly-f unoed) . 

. 20% used soup kitchen, or similar food program. (5 of 
which were publ ic ly-funded programs). 

m 40% used other types of facilities such a. single- 

room occupancy hotels, missions, and bars. 

Observation Sites 

L... ti» fc.H •« «*• (4 ° W " P ° r,ed 

,.fp™.t«o. «b. t„. -f .b..r..«»o« .«».. tb. g.og»pbic 

,„p. of tb. .b.....«lo. .I." ««* « h « " , * 

col lected. 
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• 26 studies wjre done in urban areas. 

• 2 studies were done la aonurbaa areas. 

e 1? studies bad observation areas in a single facility or 
location within a city or state. 

e 12 bad areas in multiple facilities or locations 
within a city or state 

e 1 study bad areas in multiple cities within a state 

f t 

e 1 stndy bsd areas in multiple cities and states. 

Conceptual Framework 

The reviewed studies were, for tbe most part, atheoret ieal . 

However, 63% of tbem did report an operational definition of 

honelessnees and all but 1 of tbe studies bad spme type of 

criteria for selecting homeless subjects (See Table 3) . 

o 38 studies tha: bsd criteria used only a person's. 

presence st tbe dsts collection or observation sites/ * 

o 2? studies used a person's presence at tbe site in 

combination witb other criteria such as hi s/hej* mental 
state or whether a person bad social supports or 
resources. 

o 9 studies used tbe durstion of a person's bomelessness 
ss a criterion for select ing "subjects . 

Method* 

Tbe Sample Sel ec tion Process 

The reviewed studies usually reported information on the 
methods that were used to onduct the study f Table 4 illustrates 
that SS* reported on bow subjects were selected. Of those that 
indicated such a process, most selected subjects based on their 
availability and/or willingness to participate (37 studies), or st 
random (18 studies). 
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Experimental Design and Analysis 

Ninety-five percent of the stadies reported on their 
research design. The Majority of them (44 stadies) Involved group 
comparisons with constrast groups, hut not control groups. Many 
did not have group comparisons and were essentially descriptive 
accounts (23 studies). 

All hut 1 of the studies reported information on the type of 
data that was collected: 

e 5 studies only used archival data, 

e 24 studies used some archival data, 

e 22 studies used observational data, 

s 17 studies used participant observation accounts, 

• S studies used case studies, 
e 51 used interviews, and 
e 26 used surveys (See Table 5). 

All but 1 of the reviewed studies reported on the data 
analysis procedures. Most of the analysis was descriptive (42 
studies) or descriptive and bivariate (19 studies). Nine studies 
(12%) were purely narrat ive accounts. 
The Data Collec tion Procesg 

Ninety-one percent of the studies reported on the data 
collection process. Most of these reported on how the data were 
collected (92%) and on where the data were collected (843*). With 
regard to the data collection method, 

e 2? studies relied on observations and participant 
observations at the site, 

# 

• SO stadies on face to face Interviews or surveys read 
aloud, 

e 9 on surveys completed by subjects, and 
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• 9 on Mi 1 surveys. 
Where the data were collected varied among the studies. 

Thirty -seven studies collected the data on the facility premises, 7 on the 
streets or in public areas, and 11 collected data la both 
locations. Most of the data were collected by the principal 
investigators (IS studies), facility staff (12 studies), and 
research assistants (6 studies). 

Only 7 of the reviewed studies reported on the length of 
tine it took to administer their instruments. Three of these 
administered their instruments in an hour or less. 
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gswjwayj of the Finding* 

lsasl£ - 

• Studies were sore likely to report the gender end age. 
of the reepondente then other demographic ch.recte. Jet lc» . A 
Significnnt proportion had all male .ample. - eppro.im.teiy 1/3 
of the studies. 

• When studies used clinics! categories to report on the 
navchiatric diagnosis of their sample., substance abuse, psychosis 

personality disorder, wJrT the most frequently reported 

categories* 
Study Site 

• Over 1/Z of the .tudies were conducted at one 
even though the number of facilities that were Involved 

IluSy raafed from one to over 200. Most of the.e were shelters or 
facilities such as missions, single-room occupancy hotels, and bars. 



C onceptual Framework 

• Most of the studies did not rely upon any theoretical or 
conceputsl framework to eaamine bomelessnes. • 
cuhcwp ooerstional definition of homelessness, 
Ihou't half , iV t»e« used VJerson's pre.ence at the .tudy site a. 
ttJ\, all. criteria for operat iona! ising homelessness. Only 1 
their sole criteria » " »f (income) ss s criterion and 
■ *miI« lined a ner.on > economic eiaiu. \ ibvmnc t » » 

respect ively) • 
Methods 

i m Most of the studies selected subjects based upon their 
slilsnUi^ or willing-., to participate in the stud y. Only 19 
!Xd » uied random samples. Most of the studies were descriptive 

o*relied^ ** V^S^fflS; AnTe^e 

tmeB l a It til ie.ath of time that it took to administer the 
\S?££l" 'ae.Vriiuve and biv.riate statistic, were 

used to analyse the data. 
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The concJntioBi that follow address each of 
tble investigation's four objectives* 

1) By reviewing and critiquing previous research on the 
home lei ■ , we f ound that the studies that have been done on the 
homeless are primarily descriptive and exploratory. They are, for 
the most part, studies that document the characteristics of users 
of various types of facilities that provide services for the 
homeless. 

o A wide variety of research methods were used to study 
the homeless! however, Investigators ban preferences for 
certain techniques and Information. The legacy of the 
"skid row derelict" still appears to Influence how the 
homeless population is conceptualised. For example, 
gender, age and race, were the three most frequently 
collected demographic variables. This seems to reflect 
an effort to ei tber confirm or disconfirm the stereotype 
of homeless people as older white males; more 
precisely, as older white males with alcohol and/or 
psychological problems, since more than half of the 
studies also collected information on psychiatric 
diagnosis. 

e The research design of many studies tended to be rather 
unsophisticated, with the majority of the studies 
sampling simply on the basis of convenience. Typically, 
anyone who use the studied facility or was la the 
observation area and was willing to participate was^ 
Included in the sample. Random selection rarely 
occurred. Most authors did, however, have contrsst 
groups In their design which helped to highlight 
differences between homeless subgroups. 

o The kinds of data collected were wefl balanced among 
interview, survey, observation, participant observation, 
and archival sources. 

2) Homelessneas has not been well defined nor 
conceptualised. We found the reaearch on homelessness to be 
largely a theor et leal . Studies rarely use a theoretical 
perspective or an explicit conceptual framework to study the 
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homeless. White different subgroups of the kwlwi pepuUi.«n 
hove been studied. It ie difficult to draw Inferences about these 
different groups becsuse tbe population trout which thoy have been 
drawn is not clearly defined. 

• For most studies* the conceptual and operational aspects 
of population def ini t ions were weekoesses. Only in 
rare cases, such as a atudy by Segal, Seumehl, & Johnson 
(10??) was there an st tempt to understand a particular 
tvne of hcmelees persou in the contest of a theoretical 
frostwork. Often it was assumed that If people were 
tattered in appearance, or if they used a particular 
facility they were boneless. No attention wss given to 
the Issue of whether people had been temporarily 
displaced, or had been home lets for years. 



3) Several r e cossne ndst ions csn be nw.de about the type of 

data that should be reported In homeless studies. Studies on the 

homeless should provide explicit conceptusl frameworks snd more 

descriptive dsts on the fscilitles where the studies sre 

conducted, and the types of people that these facilities serve so that 

we have a better, sense of •who* is represented by their homeless 

ssmple. More attention needs to be focused on defining 

baselessness by Including additlonsl fsctors such ss the lsck of 

soisl support snd tbe duration of homelessness. For essmple, 

• Report demographic and historical information on the 
subjects. Also provide descriptive information on the 
fscilitles under 'study. This information wi: H 
the reader with an Idea of the euhpopulatlon<s) 
studied, and the kinds of facilities and services the 
subject, were u.lug. Thli . Is lmport.nl t 
different services attract different cl louts. In 
addition, a common Information base mokes studies more 
comparable. 

a Provide euplicli oporatioual E^^nd 
definitions of homelessness. Arcs, Tedlock ™ 
Shapiro (1SS3) have suggested using 
homelessness as one moans of developing a typology for 
homeless subereous. Col loci log this Information on the 

at.1.1 I lr»t at., la act Ulna t». ,*o»la». 



4) Felicy etataaenta mWat who the hoewl... are and what 
th.it need, are met ». amde eery Jedielon.ly. Future program 
poller e~W he greatly aide* fer » re...,ch literal.™ he*, thmt 
clear IT e.tabli.he. lUkagea between the type of html... people 
•tadted and the type, el eerelce. th.t they ».ed aad «... In 
addition. hee.u.e the ro..arch effort, to date haee been primarily 
e.pl.ratory, t.M|« g»P «» -'Meet l» the are. of program 
•e.lMtle.. Few atedie. bae. ettempted to eealuate i.ter.entlon.. 
Before int.r.entlon. can he dealgaed and evaluated, howee.r, th. 
field »«»t be fr ended ia a coeeeptmal framework. Only then will 
i.t.r.eniion. targeted et .peel fie ,r.»p. ef honwl... people ».« 
a reasonable chance of eecce... 

R....rch en hom.1... people I. inherently .iffle-lt d». to 
their high -obllity, l».ee....bility, and th. olt.« debilitating 
• fleet, of th.lr e.riro-w.nt.1 and p.ychologieal cireo».t.«ee.. 
I,, therefore. r.,«!re. .» — •«•« degree .1 cr.ati.lty and 
re.oerce. on th. part el l»r..tig.tor.. Th... con.ld.r.tlo.. mu.t 
t«ep«r on.'. o..r.U i-pre..lon ol th. lit.r.inr.. 
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Types of Facilities Studied 



oo 



Table *l 
Sample Selection Methods 
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Table 5 
Types of Data Collected 
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Items from the Protocol 

CONCEPTUAL FRARElfORK 

El. Author or theorjr control to study: 
E2. Conceptual definitions of homeless: 
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E4. Reels of cless! flection for the 
types of homeless people studied 

1 none, other then their pretence 
ot the fecfllty/ohtenrotlon site 

2 their pretence ot the fecWty/ 
observation tlte 

3 nentel ttote 

4 Intern 

5 availability of sodo1 support or resources 

6 duration of homeless status, based on: 
€7 unspecified 

€6 other: 

METHODS 

Fi. The subject selection process ® ® © 

2". besed on evallablH tar /willingness to 

3. Saseo^on^eprlorl criteria (e.g. boneless 
aged 18-25) note criteria: 

4. based on a specified tloe period, 
or I of records 

67. unspecified 
46* other: 

F2. Oeslon of the Study ® ® © 

(CIRCLE ORLY ONE) 

I. no group comparisons (purely descriptive) 
2 «1 thin- subject comparisons ^ ^ . 

I. group comparisons mlth contrast groups, but not 
control oroues 

4. pott-tost only 

5. ore- and post-testing 

6. design enploylng control and experimental 
iroups 

Experlmentel conditions 

1 therapy/counseling 

2 medication 

3 shelter (vs. no shelter) 

4 eubstanco deto*1 flection 

5 other medlcel cere 

i -snrttlpTe -treatments: 

Id other: 

64 other design: gg 



